The English Common Reader; a Social History of the Mass Reading Public 1800-1900 (Book Review) by Rogers, Rutherford D.
mick's "Edi to rs T o d a y " draws a good p ic tu re 
b u t loads the vo lume a bi t in the d i rec t ion 
of ed i torsh ip . 
T h e r ead ing of these studies raises the 
h o p e tha t equal ly capable speakers will con-
t inue the series wi th o t h e r topics deserving 
coverage, such as book d i s t r ibu t ion , censor-
ship, book design, bestseller deve lopments , 
a n d book p r o d u c t i o n : machines a n d tech-
niques . I m p a t i e n t readers looking fo rward to 
the collection of the nex t seventeen lectures 
to a p p e a r a q u a r t e r of a cen tury hence are 
r e m i n d e d of the a n n u a l p r in t ings in pam-
ph le t f o r m a t . — F r a n k L. Schick, Wayne State 
University Library. 
Russian Transliteration 
Transkriptionsprobleme; die korrekte Wie-
dergabe russischer Namen im Deutschen, 
f v o n j Gi in te r Mi ih lp fo rd t . Ber l in : R i i t t en 
& Loen ing , 1957. 175p. 
J o i n i n g a long procession of l ibrar ians, 
t ranslators , a n d teachers of Russ ian , Gi in te r 
M i i h l p f o r d t deals wi th the p r o b l e m of Rus-
sian t rans l i te ra t ion in Ge rmany . H e deplores 
the lack of un i fo rmi ty in t rans l i t e ra t ing Rus-
sian on the pa r t of publ ishers , par t icu lar ly 
in journals , a n d some of the ludicrous forms 
of t rans l i te ra ted Russ ian names which occur 
in G e r m a n pub l ica t ions (e.g., Pjerjewjers-
jezv, which in o rd ina ry English transl i tera-
t ion would be Pereverzev). A f t e r descr ib ing 
the D u d e n t r a n s c r i p t i o n deve loped by 
W . Steinitz as a un i t a ry system for p o p u l a r 
use, he po in t s ou t its shortcomings. I t does 
not , for example , l end itself to the restora-
t ion of the or ig inal Russ ian (retransl i tera-
t ion). Inaccuracies a n d confus ion result , for 
example , for the use of ss for intervocal ic 
Russian c, of stsch fo r three d i f fe ren t possible 
letters a n d le t ter combina t ions , a n d of some 
n o n - G e r m a n le t ter combina t ions (sh for the 
sound represen ted by the F rench j). 
I n place of the D u d e n t ranscr ip t ion Miihl-
pfordt offers fo r scholarly a n d l ibrary pur-
poses a "scientific," or l ibrary, t ransl i tera-
t ion, which meets the objec t ions to the "pop-
u la r " one . T o users of English the fo l lowing 
e lements of this system are of pa r t i cu la r in-
terest, p r inc ipa l ly because they cor respond 
to English t rans l i t e ra t ion : v ins tead of w; 
the p r i m e as in English t ransl i tera t ions , 
instead of the j; z ins tead of intervocal ic s. 
O n the o the r h a n d the use of c in the "sci-
ent i f ic" t rans l i te ra t ion for the Russ ian le t ter 
usually t rans l i t e ra ted in English by ts or tz 
would lead to confus ion w h e n c occurs be-
fore a, o, u, o r a consonan t . T h e use of z, 
c, s, a n d sc is o p e n to the same objec t ions as 
M i i h l p f o r d t expresses in regard to sh fo r 
the le t ter which is r e n d e r e d in F rench by j 
(in English usually by zh): they are no t dis-
t inguishable by most G e r m a n s f r o m z, c, s, 
a n d sc. H i s posi t ion represents essentially the 
desire for an in t e rna t iona l , or universal , 
t rans l i te ra t ion of the Cyrill ic a lphabe t , which 
has been a t t e m p t e d by many , inc lud ing the 
I n t e r n a t i o n a l Federa t ion fo r Documen ta -
t ion, w i thou t apprec iab le success. 
Most of the book—eighty-n ine pages of 
i t—is devoted to an aspect of t ranscr ip t ion 
which is t rans l i te ra t ion only in a l imi ted 
sense. I t includes: a list of re t ranscr ibed 
names of non-Russ ians—Germans , English-
men , F r e n c h m e n , a n d I t a l i ans—which occur 
in the works of M a r x a n d Engels; a tab le of 
le t ter-equivalents by which such re t ranscr ip-
t ion may be achieved; a n d a list of personal , 
geograph ic a n d e thn ic names, a n d some com-
m o n nouns , which occur in the text wi th 
the i r t ranscr ip t ion according to b o t h the 
D u d e n a n d l ibrary systems. T h e s e retrans-
c r ip t ion tables are a wilderness which would 
as o f t e n yield several variables as gu ide the 
user s t raight to his goal. 
T h e p r inc ipa l value of the work to Eng-
lish-speaking t ransl i tera tors of Russ ian is in 
the variety of p rob lems it presents a n d of the 
examples it cites. T h i s f ea tu re of the book 
may well lead to a t h o r o u g h examina t i on of 
the p rob lems of t rans l i te ra t ion of Russ ian 
fo r English-speaking users a n d to research 
resu l t ing in lists of names of West Eu ropeans 
in Russ ian accompan ied by thei r ve rnacu la r 
f o rms—Dav id J . Haykin, Library of Con-
gress. 
English Common Reader 
The English Common Reader; a Social His-
tory of the Mass Reading Public 1800-
1900. By R i c h a r d D. Altick. Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press [ c l957 ] . 430p. $6. 
If you th ink tha t "rai lway l i t e r a tu re" has 
someth ing to do wi th t imetables , tha t " n u m -
ber -men" are bookies a n d tha t Confidential 
i nven ted the idea of peek ing i n t o o the r peo-
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pie's boudoirs , you had be t t e r go ou t a n d 
buy a copy of R i c h a r d Altick's The English 
Common Reader. H e r e is a lively socio-
economic history dep ic t ing the r ead ing Eng-
l i shman as mi r ro red in pub l ic a n d adu l t edu-
cat ion; commercial , p ropr ie ta ry , a n d pub l i c 
c i rcula t ing l ibraries; a n d the pub l i sh ing of 
books, periodicals a n d newspapers . 
T h e a u t h o r of The Scholar Adventurers 
is clever e n o u g h to know tha t "pages of sta-
tistics could be copied . . . b u t the effect 
would be more n u m b i n g than i l l umina t ing . " 
T h e r e f o r e , you will find The English Com-
mon Reader b r i m m i n g wi th anecdote b u t 
only spiced wi th figures. Still, there is an im-
pressive a m o u n t of fac tual d o c u m e n t a t i o n 
presen ted wi th the mode ra t i on a n d good 
sense of the m a t u r e scholar, who knows fu l l 
well tha t one can ' t swallow whole every fig-
ure ever set on pape r . If the work at h a n d 
lacks the g l amour a n d in tense interest of 
The Scholar Adventurers, it is still a first-
ra te j ob in a m u c h more complex a n d diffi-
cult field. 
If we define the English common reade r in 
terms of the work ing masses, he d id no t exist 
in great n u m b e r s un t i l a b o u t 1850. T h e 
means to secure the necessary educa t ion a n d 
the economic resources to buy a n d read the 
p r i n t e d word were restr icted to the r ich un-
til app rox ima te ly 1800, b u t the in s t rumen t s 
of d isseminat ion of p o p u l a r l i t e ra ture began 
to f u n c t i o n m u c h earlier . J o h n Wesley was 
a great " t r a n s f o r m e r " for pub l i c consump-
t ion of such works as Pilgrim's Progress a n d 
Paradise Lost, a n d the Methodis t Book 
R o o m in L o n d o n of 1740 played an impor-
tan t role in d i s t r ibu t ing easily read, if moral-
istic, tracts. Well- to-do women cons t i tu ted a 
ready marke t for Pamela, thereby he ra ld ing 
fiction as one of the single most power fu l 
lures to r ead ing a m o n g the masses. T h e Sun-
day School m o v e m e n t of the late e igh teen th 
century also spread the means, a n d inspi red 
the desire, for read ing . 
F igh t ing a losing ba t t le against this popu-
lar izat ion of r ead ing was a g o v e r n m e n t tha t 
feared the p ro l i f e ra t ion of J acob in senti-
men t s if the c o m m o n m a n l ea rned to ab-
sorb such d i s tu rb ing treatises as The Rights 
of Man (1,500,000 copies in seventeen years) 
a n d Cobbet t ' s Political Register. For decades, 
the specter of r e a d i n g a m o n g the masses 
evoked an in t r iguing , no t to say paradoxia l , 
ambiva lence a m o n g moralists a n d govern-
m e n t officials. A Royal Proc lamat ion of 1792 
—by no means the first of its k ind—was is-
sued against "divers wicked a n d sedit ious 
wri t ings," a n d m a n y a purveyor of J acob in 
wr i t ing suffered fines or arrest as a result . 
T a x suppor t ed l ibraries were d e n o u n c e d on 
the g rounds tha t the pub l ic a t large migh t 
as logically be expected to s u p p o r t p u b s a n d 
games as read ing , a n d as late as 1887, only 
two parishes in L o n d o n h a d ra te - suppor ted 
libraries. However , i m b u e d wi th the doc-
t r ine of the perfect ibi l i ty of m a n , some seg-
ments of the govern ing class were inspi red 
to believe tha t f ree l ibraries were the an-
swer to all social p rob lems inc lud ing those 
of d r i nk a n d juveni le de l inquency . I n this 
maels t rom of confl ict ing o p i n i o n a n d amidst 
the class strife of late e igh teen th a n d early 
n ine teen th-cen tury Eng land , H a n n a h M o r e 
issued he r deceptively mora l tracts; censor-
ship of classics was achieved t h rough bowd-
lerizat ion a n d "e legan t " extracts; a n d me-
chanics inst i tutes first a t t racted, t hen alien-
ated, work ing m e n by offer ing t h e m a heavy 
die t of u t i l i t a r ian ism th rough inst i tute-sup-
po r t ed l ibraries a n d t h rough soporific lec-
tures at the e n d of a long day's toil. 
A fasc inat ing analysis of book, per iodical , 
a n d newspaper costs f r o m the 1770's on 
helps to expla in the pa in fu l ly slow steps by 
which r ead ing ma t t e r became widely avail-
able to the masses. I n 1774 a book cost as 
m u c h as a good pa i r of breeches, a p a m p h l e t 
as m u c h as a m o n t h ' s supply of candles. Wel l 
in to the n i n e t e e n t h century, pub l i sh ing was 
a closed circle which de l igh ted in s u m p t u o u s 
l imi ted edit ions. Ivanhoe (1820) or iginal ly 
sold for the unheard-of price of 30s, a n d as 
late as 1835 the 5s r equ i r ed for a r e p r i n t e d 
novel wou ld buy ten p o u n d s of mea t . Lack 
of mechaniza t ion , the absence of an enter-
pr is ing spiri t , the ineffectiveness of p o p u l a r 
educa t ion a n d illogical taxes on pape r , news-
papers a n d even on the n u m b e r of windows 
in houses conspi red to discourage the read-
ing hab i t a n d i m p e d e d the di f fus ion of the 
p r i n t e d word. 
Even so, o t h e r counterva i l ing forces were 
f e r m e n t i n g wi th in the dep ths of English so-
ciety. As early as 1661, booksellers h a d rent-
ed books in the spir i t of la ter commercia l 
c i rculat ing l ibraries. T h i s pract ice became a 
p o t e n t force u n d e r m e n like Charles Ed-
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ward Mudie , who was such a d o m i n a t i n g fac-
tor in the t rade tha t he l i terally d ic ta ted the 
charac ter of the pub l ica t ions h e d i s t r ibu ted . 
T h e 1830's saw the rise of the cheap r e p r i n t 
in bo th books a n d periodicals , a n d for tunes , 
n o t always respectable, were m a d e in the 
discovery of the mass marke t , fo r there were 
m e n like the u n s c r u p u l o u s T h o m a s T e g g 
whose idea of ed i t ing was p re t ty rough a n d 
ready, even to the ex t en t of c h o p p i n g off 
classics like Paradise Lost a t the p o i n t where 
he r an ou t of pape r . A n d there was T h o m a s 
Kelley, the n u m b e r - m a n , tha t is, a m a n who 
issued repr in t s in par ts or numbers , who 
m a d e a f o r t u n e a n d become L o r d Mayor of 
L o n d o n . H e a n d his colleagues fo reshadowed 
Hol lywood by exaggera ted descr ipt ions of 
works as " s u p e r b " a n d "magn i f i cen t " a n d by 
dressing u p o rd ina ry texts wi th fancy t i t le 
pages a n d i l lus t ra t ions only to have these 
frills f ade away as the series progressed. 
Nevertheless, the impecun ious family, wi th 
ques t ionab le economy, f o u n d it possible to 
buy expensive works in par t s r a t he r t han to 
lay ou t the large (but lesser) l u m p sum nec-
essary for a single vo lume. 
T h e rel igious struggle for the m i n d s a n d 
spirits, n o t to say the souls a n d bodies of 
men , was everywhere mani fes t in the nine-
t een th century , closing in a blaze of glory 
when , in 1897, the Rel ig ious T r a c t Society 
a lone d i s t r ibu ted 38,720,000 copies of li tera-
ture , a lmost half of which was books. B u t to 
the despai r of m a n y a well-placed official, the 
masses were i n d u c e d to read, n o t only by 
p ious tracts a n d u t i l i t a r i an p a m p h l e t s b u t 
also by p e n n y dreadfu l s , ep i tomized by Black 
Bess, which r a n 2,067 pages in five years be-
fore b u r g e o n i n g in to a sequel; by Goth ic 
novels f rom the pens of M o n k Lewis a n d 
Clara Reeve; a n d by salacious books a n d 
magazines as well as by sensat ional newspa-
pe r stories of m u r d e r , sex, wars, a n d catas-
t rophes . M a n y a l ib ra r ian will find solace in 
the fact tha t n i n e t e e n t h cen tury newspape r 
r ead ing rooms, like thei r la ter coun te rpar t s , 
were graced by the rac ing enthus ias t who de-
ve loped "systems," m a d e daily selections a n d 
even p laced bets in the l ibrary, thereby goad-
ing some l ibrar ians to obl i te ra te the rac ing 
news f r o m each issue, a grievous b u t p e r h a p s 
justifiable step. 
Newspapers staggered for years u n d e r a 
heavy s t amp tax which drove single issues 
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u p to 6d. I n 1800, the Times sold less t h a n 
5,000 copies a day which was n o t necessarily 
a n ind ica t ion of the impac t of this m e d i u m , 
since newspapers were passed t h rough m a n y 
hands , were read in coffee shops, a n d were 
even r e n t e d p r io r to final sale. T h e ha t ed 
a n d evaded s t amp tax was repea led in 1861 
a n d by 1882 the Times h a d a c i rcula t ion of 
100,000. 
Perhaps Dr . J o h n s o n was r ight when he 
said "Peop le in genera l do no t willingly 
read, if they can have any th ing else to 
amuse t hem," b u t The English Common 
Reader provides an exci t ing account of how 
read ing came to the masses in Eng land , a n d 
there is reason to believe tha t the thirst for 
knowledge a n d in fo rma t ion , the desire to 
know on the p a r t of the c o m m o n m a n , will 
con t inue to find fu l f i l lment in the p r i n t e d 
word in a t r ad i t ion tha t has been evolving 
for c e n t u r i e s . — R u t h e r f o r d D. Rogers, Li-
brary of Congress. 
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